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On June 12, Nicolas Rivera, union leader at the Tela Railroad Company, a United Brands subsidiary,
told reporters that the banana company used the chemical Taxin on fruit exported to Japan. He said
Taxin caused banana packers to suffer shortness of breath and other allergic reactions. According
to Rivera, United Brands also used herbicides which cause the loss of fingernails and hair. The USbased firm owns plantations in Cortes and Progreso departments. On June 17, attorney Marlene
Chavez told reporters in San Jose that 38 banana plantation workers would testify in court in
Houston, Texas, against the US-based companies Standard Fruit (Castle & Cooke subsidiary),
Shell and Dow Chemical for use of the toxic insecticide Nemagon. Use of Nemagon, also known as
DBCP, has been illegal in the US since 1987, result of evidence that the chemical causes impotence,
sterility and cancer. Chavez, who is representing about 1,000 Costa Rican banana plantation worker
defendants, said that 2,500 to 3,000 workers in Costa Rica have been affected by pesticide exposure.
According to the suit, the three companies utilized Nemagon on banana plantations owned by
Standard Fruit in 1971 through 1979. Despite knowledge of health hazards, the companies failed
to provide workers with protective clothing or to warn them of negative health effects. Chavez
noted that Dow Chemical, distributor of the pesticide, required Standard to sign a waiver releasing
Dow from responsibility. Pathologist Jorge Piza Escalante said the majority of biopsies taken from
300 male workers displayed serious damage to reproductive capability. On June 29 in Honduras,
union spokespersons representing employees of Standard Fruit told reporters that in recent months
19 Honduran banana workers died result of exposure to toxic pesticides. The union called on the
Health Ministry to investigate the deaths. In addition, the union is demanding compensation
payments from the company for surviving family members, and protective measures for employees,
including medical examinations carried out by independent physicians. (Basic data from Notimex,
06/12/91; AFP, 06/17/91, 06/29/91)
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